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Translation and the discursive construction of identity 
On 1 May 2011, Barack Obama held a speech to announce Osama bin Laden’s death in Pakistan. 
The speech involved a complex rhetorical exercise where the issues at stake were kept in balance 
through the use of a range of discourse strategies. Some of the sensitive issues that the speech had 
to balance include the killing of a man without a trial inside a sovereign state not involved in the 
military operation (Inkster, 2011), the need for Obama to distinguish his international diplomacy from 
the previous administration while highlighting his own distinctive line of reasoning towards the Middle 
East (Stevenson, 2011), and the necessity to highlight bin Laden’s death as a significant milestone 
in the ongoing ‘war on terror’ (Torok, 2011). The need to legitimize the action and its motives were 
strong, just as the need to weaken any potential oppositional discourse. What follows is a selection 
of significant excerpts from the speech: 
 
It was nearly 10 years ago that a bright September day was darkened by the worst attack on the 
American people in our history. […] Today, at my direction, the United States launched a targeted 
operation against that compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. […] After a firefight, they killed Osama bin 
Laden and took custody of his body. […] The death of bin Laden marks the most significant 
achievement to date in our nation's effort to defeat al Qaeda. Yet his death does not mark the end of 
our effort. […] We must – and we will – remain vigilant at home and abroad. […] his demise should 
be welcomed by all who believe in peace and human dignity. […] Tonight, I called President Zardari, 
and my team has also spoken with their Pakistani counterparts. They agree that this is a good and 
historic day for both of our nations. […] The American people did not choose this fight. It came to our 
shores, and started with the senseless slaughter of our citizens. […] as a country, we will never 
tolerate our security being threatened, nor stand idly by when our people have been killed. […] We 
will be true to the values that make us who we are. And on nights like this one, we can say to those 
families who have lost loved ones to al Qaeda's terror: Justice has been done. […] The cause of 
securing our country is not complete. But tonight, we are once again reminded that America can do 
whatever we set our mind to. That is the story of our history, whether it’s the pursuit of prosperity for 
our people, or the struggle for equality for all our citizens; our commitment to stand up for our values 
abroad, and our sacrifices to make the world a safer place. 
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(http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2011/05/02/osama-bin-laden-dead) 
 
This article focuses on a legitimization strategy that Cap (2013) named proximization and the extent 
to which this strategy is echoed in some Italian translations of Obama’s speech, retrieved from the 
printed editions of La Repubblica and Il Foglio and the online versions of Il Corriere, La Stampa, Il 
Manifesto and Il Foglio. Cap (2013: 3) describes the phenomenon of proximization as a 
communicative strategy upon which the entire war on terror discourse was built, ‘a discursive 
strategy of presenting physical and temporally distant events and states of affairs […] as directly, 
increasingly and negatively consequential to the speaker and their addressees’. On the level of 
discourse, this strategy works by inducing recipients to recognise any given danger as close to them, 
intensifying people’s feelings of insecurity and fear (cf. Furedi, 2008: 651), and enticing them to 
favour any policy likely to guarantee a higher degree of protection. On the level of linguistic 
expression, proximization strategies (cf. Bielsa and Bassnett, 2009: 116; Toury, 1995: 276) 
frequently involve deictic choices that activate assumptions about physical and social proximity. 
Proximization strategies moreover play an important role in the discursive construction of national 
identities and political allegiances. When observed through the lens of translation, these strategies 
prove particularly problematic, since intercultural exchange may unmask discursive choices which 
would otherwise remain largely invisible and unquestioned. The main goal of this paper is to analyse 
published press translations of Obama’s speech in order to reveal the ways in which this practice 
inadvertently foregrounds discourse elements that were meant to be backgrounded. 
 
Translating proximization 
Cap (2008) analyses the Bush administration’s legitimization of the war against Iraq in 2003. Framed 
as a response to the 9/11 attacks, the administration based its legitimization on the rhetorical 
construction of an in-group and an outsider group. This categorical distinction, however, poses 
problems in the process of translation, because the foreign recipients will not necessarily belong to 
the same in-group of recipients idealized in the American war discourse. In fact, the observation of 
translation choices often unveils and highlights discursive (i.e. proximization) strategies that were 
left vague in the source text. Drawing on Bauman’s (2012: 8) notion of liquidity and Baudrillard’s 
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(2010: 33-56) distinction across the power dimensions of domination and hegemony, I would like to 
highlight the role of translation in the shaping of a new globalized war discourse and the potential of 
translation analysis as a tool to enrich critical discourse analysis.  
 
Within the context of capitalist modernity, Baudrillard asserts that ‘[c]lassical, historical domination 
imposed a system of positive values, displaying as well as defending these values’, whilst 
‘[c]ontemporary hegemony … relies on a symbolic liquidation of every possible value’ (2010: 35). 
Domination implies the awareness of an ontological distinction between the dominators and the 
dominated, while in hegemony the dominated have accepted, in fact sub-consciously internalised, 
the dominant ideology and have ceased questioning it. We can in this context envisage a politically 
transformative potential for translation, since what appears as hegemonic (i.e. invisible) in English 
may have become transformed into dominant (i.e. visible) in the translated Italian texts. This happens 
because the producers of the target text often have no other choice but to foreground the 
contradictions that are embedded in the hegemonic structure, contradictions which the source text 
authors had backgrounded through political discourse strategies. Translation may thus question the 
narrative and ideology of the discourse it attempts to reverbalise, in our case the speech about bin 
Laden’s death, and this questioning does not necessarily require a resistant translator (Tymoczko, 
2010: 227-235). It is, in fact, the process of translation itself that may unveil the weak points of a new 
and thus liquid modern war discourse, which is why translation may occasionally play a modest role 
in the deconstruction of hegemony.  
 
It could be argued that Baudrillard’s work (2010) does not conceive of hegemony as opening up 
much room for dissent and resistance; this appears in stark contrast to Gramsci’s conception of this 
powerful social force, underpinned by ‘his disdain for any theoretical perspective that leads to 
passivity or fatalism’ (Ives, 2004: 138). In agreement with Gramsci (cf. Ives, 2004), I consider 
hegemony as potentially questionable, and one of the most effective ways to question it is to 
deconstruct the underlying narrative of a specific ideological discourse (cf. Baker, 2006). Given that 
the production of a translation requires a deep understanding of the source text, the process of 
translation itself forces the translator to dig into the underlying discursive strategies inscribed in the 
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source text. Any translational recognition, or indeed deconstruction, of these strategies releases a 
potential for more transparent communication in which the translated discourse may become more 
visible (i.e. dominant) than the invisible (i.e. hegemonic) ideological assumptions entailed in the 
original discourse. 
 
The post-positivist and historical notions of symbolic liquidation (Baudrillard, 2010: 35) and liquidity 
(Bauman, 2012: 8) are employed here as a contrastive template that seeks to highlight the intrinsic 
weaknesses affecting proximization strategies (Cap, 2013) within increasingly global narratives of 
war. Bauman’s work revolves around the notion of liquidity and it demonstrates that power was 
traditionally negotiated within frameworks of territorial sovereignty because national security largely 
corresponded to the protection of geographical boundaries. The increasingly “liquefying” normative 
matrix of modern society, where norms and value orientations undergo radical change, makes it 
virtually impossible to revert to inflexible territorial categories and narratives that for so long have 
determined the discourse of the social sciences (Bauman, 2012: 8). Territorial sovereignty and 
security became gradually eroded since the end of the ancien régime, up to an event which ensured 
‘that no one can any longer cut themselves off from the rest of the world’ – that event being, of 
course, the attack on the Twin Towers in New York (Bauman, 2002: 82). In his speech, Obama went 
to great lengths to remind his audiences of the fateful events unfolding on a day that Bauman 
considers pivotal to the idea of a liquid hegemonic space. We are dealing with the translation of a 
speech in which 9/11 is absolutely central. Since different languages tend to be identified with 
different nations, linguistic difference is an increasingly “liquid” boundary. In a classical Western 
interpretation, translation may still mean carrying something across some boundary, but this 
boundary is gradually losing its significance, which will have an unavoidable effect on our notion of 
translation (see Tymoczko, 2007 for non-Western notions of translation). 
 
Discourses of power and complexity 
The investigation of sensitive political discourses in translation can benefit from interdisciplinary 
research in a variety of areas such as political studies, security science, social psychology, or the 
digital economy (Cerny, 2013; Inkster, 2011; Gollwitzer et al. 2014; Stevenson, 2011; Torok, 2011; 
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Youngs, 2010). While in his speech Obama praises the Pakistani authorities and makes the case for 
an intelligence operation agreed upon by both countries, Inkster (2011, 6) points out that the raid 
‘amounted to an egregious violation of Pakistani national sovereignty’. Gollwitzer et al. (2014, 611) 
investigate American perceptions of justice and ‘vengeful desire’ in the aftermath of 9/11, and the 
extent to which bin Laden’s assassination provided a sense of justice but also sparked a public 
desire to take further revenge. Youngs (2010) focuses on the notion of ‘home front’ and the impact 
of global media on modern warfare: 
 
[t]he concept of the war on terror has been discursively constructed at the level of high politics, is 
widely contested, and has continued to shift since the immediate after-math of the 9/11 attacks from 
standard security perspectives of external threats to the more complex sense of internal ones. 
(Youngs, 2010: 929) 
 
The dwindling of the political effectiveness of territorial space has become a central topic in research 
on discourses of war. For Bauman (2002: 81), 9/11 was the ‘symbolic end to the era of space’, with 
the consequential ‘annihilation of the protective capacity of space’. Similarly, Holmqvist (2014: 9) 
talks about ‘shifting spatialities’ and an ‘absence of politics’, arguing that modern wars are no longer 
narrated as conflicts between numerically identifiable enemy states. According to Holmquist, 
historical conceptions of nations as territorial space have given way to a new globalized 
consciousness, mainly because a shift in ‘spatial imagination from linear statism to globality and 
supraterritoriality has involved a fundamental upheaval of political relationships and the way in which 
political agency is imagined’ (ibid.: 67). In a similar vein, Torok (2011: 138) maintains that as a result 
of the war on terror ‘we are clearly in a new global landscape’ which engenders ‘a “new kind of war” 
that embodies important cultural and discursive dimensions’. Significantly, the restrictions and 
violations of press freedoms since 9/11 provide evidence ‘of a cultural shaping of messages in order 
to gain both domestic and international support for the war on terror … the lines between domestic 
and international audiences are becoming increasingly blurred’ (ibid.: 142). This qualitative change 
in international war diplomacy has obvious effects upon the processes and products of translation, 
indeed on translation’s potential to disturb and deconstruct hegemonic ideologies.  
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Obama’s speech constitutes an example of a post facto legitimization request (Chilton, 2004: 157). 
Chilton’s (ibid.: 56-58) model of cognitive discourse processing focuses on spatial, temporal and 
social deictic expressions, which can be defined as linguistic resources that prompt an addressee to 
cognitively link a specific deictic expression with situationally relevant features. Chilton draws on 
Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) seminal work on metaphors, and he investigates the ways in which 
social relations tend to be conceptualised and lexicalised in terms of space metaphors (e.g. ‘close 
allies’, ‘distant relations’, ‘rapprochement’, ‘remote connections’, ‘outsiders’). Spatial representations 
play an important role in political discourse:  
 
If politics is about cooperation and conflict over allocation of resources, such resources are frequently 
of a spatial, that is, geographical or territorial, kind. This is obvious in the case of international politics, 
where borders, territorial sovereignty and access are often at issue. Politics can also be about the 
relations between social groups, viewed literally or metaphorically as spatially distinct entities. 
Political actors are, moreover, always situated with respect to a particular time, place and social 
group. (Chilton, 2004: 57) 
 
The word “translation” itself can be considered a dead spatial metaphor (see also Tymoczko, 2007), 
and the process of translating is often described in terms of “closeness” and “distance” between 
“source” and “target” poles. A strong connection binds notions of space to that of translation (cf. 
Cronin, 2003: 42), and analysing translations through the lens of critical discourse analysis helps us 
to acknowledge the ways in which “social space” is embedded in the very idea of translation.  
 
Cap (2010) developed his proximization concept for an analysis of political speeches that seek to 
legitimize pre-emptive action in remote countries, applying it primarily to Bush’s speeches justifying 
the war in Iraq. This analytical framework was also employed by Hart (2010), Dunmire (2011) and 
Amer (2009) in their investigations of (anti)immigration discourse, political discourse and news 
discourse. Proximization theory avails itself of the well-known ontological us vs. them divide, with us 
corresponding to entities inside the deictic centre (IDCs) and them to entities outside the deictic 
centre (ODCs). Three epistemological categories are crucial for this approach: the spatial aspect of 
proximization, which construes ODC-instigated events as physically endangering the IDCs; the 
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temporal aspect, which presents the events as momentous and historic for the IDCs; and the 
axiological aspect, which highlights a clash of values. The cumulative effect of these strategies is 
legitimization. After the alleged possession of weapons of mass destruction on the part of Saddam 
Hussein’s regime had been exposed as a disingenuous fantasy, the Bush administration’s rhetoric 
moved from a primarily spatiotemporal proximization towards a more universal axiological 
proximization (Cap, 2010), in Cap’s own words, towards ‘a forced construal of a gathering ideological 
conflict between the “home values” … and the “alien”, antagonistic values of the ODCs’ (Cap, 2013: 
94). An axiological strategy forcefully aims to entice the IDCs to perceive the ideological opposition 
as unacceptable and threatening, while the ODCs are being construed as a threat to an imagined 
democratic world order (Cap, 2010: 131). In Obama’s speech, proximization strategies are clearly 
evident, but here the war is repeatedly portrayed as a crusade against the stateless organisation of 
Al Qaeda. Afghanistan is named only once and Iraq is entirely ignored, while references related to 
Pakistan oscillate between the geographical place where bin Laden was found and friendly 
ruminations about the country and its people. The enemy is precisely located in geographical space, 
but the speech construes Al Qaeda as a deterritorialised global phenomenon capable to strike 
anywhere. 
 
A critical analysis of politically sensitive texts in translation may fruitfully begin with an observation 
of significant linguistic-discursive elements included in the source text. Obama’s speech contains 
linguistic choices that reinforce spatial, temporal and axiological proximization. The speech opens 
with the trauma of 9/11, revisiting the tragedy in stark emotional imagery:  
 
It was nearly 10 years ago that a bright September day was darkened by the worst attack on the 
American people in our history. The images of 9/11 are seared into our national memory – hijacked 
planes cutting through a cloudless September sky; the Twin Towers collapsing to the ground; black 
smoke billowing up from the Pentagon; the wreckage of Flight 93 in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, where 
the actions of heroic citizens saved even more heartbreak and destruction. 
 
A cleft sentence marks the beginning of the narrative, and the discursive polarity is exemplified in a 
series of metaphors and metonymies: “a bright September day” and “a cloudless September sky” 
8 
 
are diametrically opposed to images such as darkened, seared, cutting and heartbreak. Positive 
values are foregrounded through the collocation heroic citizens and the contrast between bright 
and dark. While in 2011 bin Laden and Pakistan were geographically distant from those inside the 
deictic centre, the memories of 2001 and of a geographically closer event are temporally and 
spatially proximized in the speech. In a further discursive twist, the time frame is moved forward to 
the present, with an account of the clash between those inside and those outside the deictic centre: 
 
Today, at my direction, the United States launched a targeted operation against that compound in 
Abbottabad, Pakistan. A small team of Americans carried out the operation with extraordinary 
courage and capability. No Americans were harmed. They took care to avoid civilian casualties. After 
a firefight, they killed Osama bin Laden and took custody of his body. 
 
At this junction, proximization has become axiological, it functions as a backgrounding strategy that 
aims to soften the act of shooting. The nominalised phrase “After a firefight” conceals who started 
firing. The positive values attached to the IDCs are conveyed through the noun phrase “extraordinary 
courage and capability” and the verb “took care”. Even though the “small team of Americans” is part 
of our group, they are deictically positioned through a third person plural pronoun which distances 
the speaker and the recipients from the act of killing. The following axiological move focuses on 
potential ideological and political clashes in the future. Obama praises the military operation and the 
killing of bin Laden, but underlines the continuity of the struggle: 
 
For over two decades, bin Laden has been al Qaeda’s leader and symbol, and has continued to plot 
attacks against our country and our friends and allies. The death of bin Laden marks the most 
significant achievement to date in our nation’s effort to defeat al Qaeda. Yet his death does not mark 
the end of our effort. 
 
This passage exemplifies the fluid boundary between axiological and temporal proximization. The 
present perfect tense employed in the first sentence has probably been chosen in order to frame bin 
Laden and his threat as still present. In addition, the speech reaches here the widest geographical 
and ideological inclusion of IDCs by repeating that the war is not against Islam and that the whole 
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world should rejoice. The focus then narrows down again to American values, in an attempt to 
reinforce a feeling of patriotic belonging: 
 
The cause of securing our country is not complete. But tonight, we are once again reminded that 
America can do whatever we set our mind to. That is the story of our history, whether it’s the pursuit 
of prosperity for our people, or the struggle for equality for all our citizens; our commitment to stand 
up for our values abroad, and our sacrifices to make the world a safer place. […] Let us remember 
that we can do these things not just because of wealth or power, but because of who we are: one 
nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all. [emphasis added] 
 
This last passage only includes US-Americans as inside the deictic centre. The words in italics are 
intertextual references to the American Declaration of Independence and to the Pledge of Allegiance 
to the Flag of the United States, which of course are likely to be lost on the recipients of translated 
texts. It is noteworthy that Bush’s rhetorical strategy was based on conflict between countries 
(Chovanec, 2010), while Obama’s is based on people, and hence proves much more liquid (to use 
Bauman’s terminology). However, the entities constructed as inside the deictic centre do not remain 
the same throughout Obama’s speech. Those inside the deictic centre are narratively constructed 
through a “zooming out” perspective: the speech begins with an intimate family image of an “empty 
seat at the dinner table” after the Twin Tower attacks, and eventually enlarges the group of people 
called upon to welcome bin Laden’s demise to include “all who believe in peace and human dignity”. 
After the inclusion of the whole world through the discursive removal of geographical and religious 
barriers, the focus regresses again towards the United States. Everybody can be inside the deictic 
centre, but Americans more than others, since “we can do these things … because of who we are” 
– a subtle discursive strategy that generates an effect of domination. The implied narrative being, of 
course, that America is the leading global political force, that other countries are expected to 
recognize its superiority and that Americans are expected to act like the citizens of the wisest and 
most powerful country. This narrative works through a logic of political domination and through 
unacknowledged hegemony, i.e. naturalised ideology, within its own symbolically “liquefied” 
territorial space. 
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Who we are and how we translate we 
Shortly after 9/11 the French broadsheet Le Monde and the Italian Corriere della Sera pandered 
towards the hegemonic discourse through editorials that were both entitled ‘We are all American’. 
The personal pronoun “we” constitutes an effective rhetorical device in political discourse, and its 
translation appears to foreground what I would like to call intentional ambiguities. The analysis of the 
occurrences and referents of the pronoun “we” provides insights into subtle textual manifestations of 
intentional ambiguity constructed by the speech writers of the source text (cf. Munday, 2012: 68-76). 
Moreover, an analysis of the pronoun’s semantic ambivalence may be fruitfully linked to 
proximization theory and the concept of social deixis. In his discussion of Obama’s first inauguration 
speech, Jeremy Munday asserts that this particular pronoun ‘locates itself at the deictic centre of the 
communication’. With reference to the expression ‘we the government’, Munday differentiates 
between ‘invoked inclusiveness’ and ‘implied exclusiveness’, one referring to the ‘government 
and/with the people’ and the other to an exclusive “we” that refers to a smaller group ‘acting distinctly 
from the people but for their good’ (2012: 71). According to Munday, ‘[t]he fact that “we” generates 
these possible interpretations demonstrates its inherent ambiguity and the subjectivity of the 
response’ (ibid.: 72). In the speech analysed in the present article, the usage of this pronoun is even 
more complex and blurred: the sentence “We offered our neighbors a hand, and we offered the 
wounded our blood” refers to a wide group of Americans and other allied forces, while the sentence 
“I met repeatedly with my national security team as we developed more information about the 
possibility that we had located bin Laden” refers to Obama’s internal political circle, which represents 
a much smaller group. The first sentence constitutes an example of invoked inclusiveness and the 
second one signifies implied exclusiveness. This level of intentional ambiguity, however, can even 
further increase. For instance, in the statement “over the last 10 years, thanks to the tireless and 
heroic work of our military and our counterterrorism professionals, we’ve made great strides in that 
effort. We’ve disrupted terrorist attacks and strengthened our homeland defense”, where it is hard to 
tell who are the referents of the pronoun “we”: Obama and military and counterterrorism 
professionals? Obama and his national security team? The government? Americans? 
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Chilton (2004: 157) analysed the implications of the usage of “we” with reference to a speech given 
by President George Bush on 7 October 2001 in which he sought to justify military action against 
Iraq. For Chilton, Bush’s speech constitutes another post-facto legitimisation request in which 
Osama bin Laden was a prominent topic: 
 
In this type of speech by a political leader it is crucial to establish who is ‘us’ and who is ‘them’. In 
fact it was an essential part of President Bush’s discourse in this period to assert that there was 
no neutral or middle ground: leaders of other countries were told (since domestic broadcasts are 
directed also at non-Americans) to be either ‘with us’ or ‘against us’. (ibid.: 159) 
 
George Bush’s discourse was meant to create an unambiguous antagonism (a good example is the 
phrase ‘axis of evil’ first employed during his State of the Union Address on 29 January 2002). 
Obama’s speech, on the contrary, may rather be identified as a kind of “liquid” discourse that leaves 
the public with the impression that anyone can belong to “our” group notwithstanding nationality or 
religion. Of course, this strategy also implies an antagonistic stance and it subtly places those who 
dare to question the circumstances of bin Laden’s killing on the side of Al Qaeda, not leaving space 
for the position of those who might be happy about his defeat but doubtful about the way in which it 
was achieved. Yet Obama’s discourse is distinguished through a higher degree of ideological 
liquidity: its actors are less recognizable, so anyone can be the enemy. In avoiding the weakness of 
Bush’s focus on national belonging, Obama’s discourse creates an invisible and placeless enemy: if 
the enemy originates from a territorially identifiable nation state, it is perceived as recognisable and 
easier to control; but if the enemy is placeless, without geographical origin, it can be anyone and 
might be able to strike from anywhere in the world. In a perverted sense, this is the highest possible 
degree of proximization, as the enemy might be located much closer than the audience might dare 
to imagine!  
 
These linguistic-discursive phenomena pose various issues in the process of translation: in Italian, 
pronouns and possessive adjectives are usually dropped and conveyed by other means, but the 
Italian translations contain a higher number of explicitly phrased instances of noi (we) and nostro 
(our) than one would expect in standard Italian. This additional complexity in translation is due to 
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the fact that Italian verb suffixes imply the identity of the grammatical subject. For instance, the 
translation of the sentence “Over the years, I’ve repeatedly made clear that we would take action 
within Pakistan if we knew where bin Laden was” by “Nel corso degli anni ho ripetutamente chiarito 
che noi avremmo agito in Pakistan se avessimo saputo dove Bin Laden si trovava” (La Stampa.it) 
constitutes a marked choice because “we” has been translated with its literal Italian equivalent noi. 
Here, standard Italian would work well without the pronoun, yet including noi generates the 
implicature we would take action, while others would not. This addition of an otherwise optional 
personal pronoun renders the deictic positioning, i.e. the identity of those at the centre of the 
communication, even more complex and generates new layers of interpretation. 
 
The Italian news translations furthermore communicate an extra tension of closeness and distance 
in terms of proximization, because they foreground a division between the United States and the rest 
of the world: what was intended as a strategy of inclusion in the source text becomes transformed 
into a strategy of inclusion and exclusion in the target texts. Proximization strategies indeed become 
weakened in the Italian target texts because the recipients can no longer clearly identify themselves 
with those inside the deictic centre. One sentence at the end of the speech constitutes the most 
significant example: “But tonight we are once again reminded that America can do whatever we set 
our mind to”. The sentence evokes the presence of some mystical higher truth that might bring about 
a political resolution. Three Italian translations include this sentence, all of which render “we set our 
mind to” with exclusive reference to the subject “America”: 
  
Ma questa sera ci è stato ricordato che l’America può fare tutto ciò che si prefigge di fare. (Il Foglio 
– Alberto Muci)  
Ma questa notte ricorda a tutti noi ancora una volta che l’America può raggiungere qualsiasi 
obiettivo essa si ponga. (La Stampa.it) 
Ma questa sera ci viene ricordato ancora una volta che l’America può fare qualunque cosa si 
proponga. (La Repubblica – Emilia Benghi)  
 
These translations highlight the semantic distinction that separates the two first person plural 
pronouns in the source text and thus expose its hegemonic strategy. Unlike the recipients of 
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Obama’s English speech, the readers of the translation know unequivocally that it is America that “is 
reminding them” and that they are not included among those who “can do whatever they set their 
mind to”. The very reassuring message conveyed by the source text becomes somehow sinister in 
translation, conveying an ambivalent sensation of inclusion and exclusion. The fact that Obama’s 
discourse may lose its effectiveness when translated into Italian appears to confirm the weakness of 
the very idea of proximization in a globalized context (Bauman, 2002; Holmqvist, 2012). 
Proximization strategies function smoothly alongside traditional military discourse where 
geographical distance and boundaries remain significant factors, not least because this discourse is 
still processed through enduring spatial (and thus hegemonic) nation-state categories. Modern 
international diplomacy, however, is characterised by globalized and thus supraterritorial discourses 
of war, and the contradictions between globalization and spatial proximization are bound to 
increasingly weaken traditional military discourse based on the logics of territory. It could be argued 
that the same happens when the source text recipient is an English-speaking person living outside 
the USA (for example an Australian citizen can be fully aware that “we” in Obama’s speech does not 
always include him or her); interestingly, however, the process of translation appears to further 
foreground political antagonisms. 
 
Discourse in translation  
The practice of translating news texts suffers from time constraints and a lack of visibility and 
professional translation training (Bielsa and Bassnett, 2009; Schäffner and Bassnett, 2010). Only 
two translations from the analysed corpus mention the translator’s name, both of which stem from 
the printed editions of Il Foglio and La Repubblica, the former signed by the journalist Alberto Muci, 
and the latter by the professional translator Emilia Benghi. The textual characteristics in Benghi’s 
translation are not present in any of the other versions, and her rendering of metaphors and 
avoidance of semantic deviations testifies to her professional experience. When, for instance, Benghi 
renders “hijacked planes cutting through a cloudless September sky” as “gli aerei dirottati che 
fendono il cielo terso” (back-translation: “hijacked planes cutting through a terse/splendid sky”], Muci 
goes for “gli aerei dirottati che attraversano il cielo di settembre senza nuvole” (back-translation: 
“hijacked planes crossing the sky of September without clouds”). Similarly, in Benghi’s translation 
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“the empty seat at the dinner table” becomes “il posto vuoto a tavola all'ora di cena” (back-translation: 
“the empty seat at the table when dinner time comes”, while Muci opts for “il posto vuoto al tavolo 
della cena” (back-translation: “the empty seat at the table of the dinner”). It is hard to show through 
back translations that Emilia Benghi’s choices prove more idiomatic. Alberto Muci’s translation 
cannot be classified as “wrong”, but an Italian reader is likely to perceive his translation of the speech 
as strange, due to a lack of idiomaticity. There is, for example, a subtle difference between tavola 
and tavolo: both mean table, but the first one refers to a table where people eat, and the idiomatic 
phrase “a tavola!” means “dinner’s ready”, thus evoking in Italian a much more specific image 
compared to tavolo, a word that simply refers to a piece of furniture.  
 
Similar issues arise when translating possessive pronouns, which in Italian are less frequent than in 
English. The translations of the possessive pronoun “our” represent an important element in the 
construction of a polarised us vs. them discourse, which has its experiential basis in the deictic 
positioning of those inside or outside the deictic centre. The 47 occurrences of “our” in the source 
text correspond to 34 occurrences of the lemma nostro in La Repubblica and to 46 occurrences in 
Il Foglio. Emilia Benghi’s translation in La Repubblica demonstrates that a standard Italian text does 
not usually feature the same amount of possessives found in English, so Alberto Muci’s literal 
renditions in Il Foglio appear unconventional and deserve some closer observation. Five occurrences 
of the lemma nostro in Muci’s Italian, however, were added into the target text. Moreover, some 
English expressions that include the possessive “our” were impossible to render with an Italian 
possessive. Translating the sentence “America can do whatever we set our mind to” using nostro, 
for example, would result in a convoluted and non-idiomatic Italian expression. This means that 
English occurrences of “our” that were lost in translation were counterbalanced by a corresponding 
number of the lemma nostro that were inserted into the translation, resulting in a target text that an 
Italian recipient would perceive as promoting a marked us vs. them polarity. 
 
English Source Text Possessives added in Alberto Muci’s Translation 
no matter where we came from nonostante la nostra origine 
We’ve made great strides in that effort i nostri sforzi ci hanno portato a fare grandi passi 
15 
 
we worked with our friends and allies  Abbiamo collaborato con i nostri amici e i nostri alleati 
against our country and our friends and allies contro il nostro paese, i nostri amici e i nostri alleati 
we have never forgotten your loss non abbiano mai dimenticato le nostre vittime [sic. this 
should be vostre] 
 
Such translation choices could stem from the difficulties involved when asked to produce an idiomatic 
target text under a tight journalistic deadline; after all, Muci is a journalist rather than a translator. But 
such target text patterns may also be influenced by discourse strategies employed in the source text. 
Obama’s speech spins an imaginary narrative of belonging and exclusion by strategically exploiting 
the “liquid” boundary that separates national groups. The central deictic nucleus, US-Americans, 
remains the same throughout the speech, while the liquid boundary alternately expands to include 
all humanity (except al Qaeda) and then shrinks back to the American people. The deictic centrality 
of “us” as separate from “them” is underlined by possessive pronouns, so the large frequency of the 
lemma nostro in Muci’s target text constitutes a marked choice. What was constructed as a barely 
visible hegemonic proposition in the source text becomes a perceptible gesture of domination in 
translation, a gesture that could be circumscribed as triggering the following implicature in the mind 
of an Italian reader: We Americans are the central nucleus of global humanity who believe in peace 
and human dignity and we are the ones who should decide what is to be done to protect America 
and the rest of the world from terrorism. It is indeed not unreasonable to argue that the Italian readers 
are fully aware of their ideological inclusion in some occurrences of we but excluded when we refers 
to an imagined American nation that is firmly positioned inside the deictic centre. Hence, the 
unusually high number of the lemma nostro may indeed sensitise the Italian readers to the political 
discourse strategies employed in the source text. 
 
The translation published in La Repubblica displays a similar degree of ideological interference. 
Emilia Benghi, the professional translator, appeared more perceptive to the underlying political 
narrative and its discourse strategies. This version is characterised by one translation choice not 
found in any of the other target texts. Three Italian tenses correspond to the English simple past: the 
so-called passato prossimo (near past) is mainly employed in news discourse; the other two tenses 
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are called passato remoto (remote past) and imperfetto (imperfect past), which tend to be employed 
in narrative texts. The journalist Alberto Muci opted for the conventional passato prossimo, whereas 
Emilia Benghi used the unconventional passato remoto, which is a marked choice and thus highly 
recognisable for an Italian reader. Since English does not observe a similar distinction between two 
past tenses, a professional translator into Italian is likely to compensate in this manner for other 
elements bound to be lost in translation. It is however essential to realise that these translations are 
both interlingual and intersemiotic, because the source text was mainly written to be heard, while the 
Italian translations were written to be read. Emilia Benghi seems to compensate for what the 
proximization strategies partially lose in translation by inserting a narrative element that provides the 
speech with a slightly different tension. Here, the narrative flow of Obama’s English remains more 
or less intact, evidenced through the efficient echoing of changes in rhythm and pace, metaphors, 
time expressions, and metonymies (see Conoscenti, 2013). 
 
Conclusion 
President Obama’s speech is challenging in the way it keeps various discursive and narrative 
elements in balance. The speech skilfully exploits the “liquid” boundaries that separate those outside 
from those inside the deictic centre. A linguistic investigation of deictic space allows us to recognise 
the presence of proximization strategies, and it also uncovers their limitations in an increasingly 
interconnected world. Translating this speech into Italian proved a difficult task because 
proximization strategies do not work as convincingly in the target text. Future research will benefit 
from investigation into possible effects of translation into other languages, notably when the 
translated text rely heavily on proximization strategies. According to research in the social sciences, 
the erosion of “classical” geographical notions of space has significantly weakened traditional 
discourses of war, with 9/11 being recognised as a pivotal historical milestone that signalled ‘the end 
of the era of space’ (Bauman, 2002: 81). Obama’s speech may be considered as a prime example 
of the war discourse that could well develop in upcoming years. Since the practice of translation may 
foreground discourse elements that were meant to be backgrounded in a given source text, 
translators working on texts that aim to develop a “liquid war discourse” can become agents of 
resistance, not because they are consciously following a translation strategy or actively 
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promoting/resisting an ideological narrative, but simply because translation itself is bound to bring 
specific discourse strategies to the fore. As a consequence, translation choices are likely to highlight 
the weaknesses of a new war discourse that tries to strike a balance between a positive notion of an 
imaginary globalized togetherness and negative proximization strategies. Such negative strategies, 
of course, are based on antiquated national faultlines that continue to instil fear in the recipients. 
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